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Abstract
This project arose from early discussions amongst staff at Nulungu Research
Institute in 2020, as parts of the Kimberley were locking down and government
responses to the threat of the virus were rolled out across the region. In September
2020, Nulungu received funding from the WA Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science
and Innovation, to investigate how these policy responses were being received by
Aboriginal people in the Kimberley. The final report on the project, entitled “Really
proper dangerous one: Aboriginal responses to the first wave of COVID-19 in the
Kimberley” was released in February 2022.
By early 2021, we had already contacted and interviewed many of the key players in
the government response. The big task however was to attempt to capture the
breadth of experiences across such a vast region, with limited time and resources.
In today’s presentation, we will describe how we went about it, and how we
prioritised working with Aboriginal organisations, and focussed on building case
studies that would enable us to capture some of the variation in experience.
We were interested to explore how Aboriginal people across the region confronted
the threat of COVID-19 in the first half of 2020. What we discovered was that people
consistently strove to return to Country during this time, even where there was very
little infrastructure, or where food security and water quality might not have been
assured.
The flipside of this narrative was the hardship experienced by people who were stuck
in town, either because they lacked a vehicle or because their country was not
accessible. These people experienced extreme isolation, sadness at not being able
to see family and anxiety about the virus. Throughout the research we considered
these diverse perspectives and the crucial role of Aboriginal organisations in
supporting families during this time of uncertainty, both out bush and in town.
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